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In her debut novel for middle-grade readers, Iowa City author Ethel Barker tells an orphan train story from the perspectives of three New York City street children. In July 1880 a "street rat" named Pete befriends two recently orphaned sisters, Iris and Rosie. A mumblety-peg lesson leads to an encounter with police and placement in an orphanage. From there, "the Reverend" invites them to board a train bound for rural Iowa. (Readers familiar with orphan train history will recognize later references to "Reverend Brace" as allusions to Charles Loring Brace, founder of the Children's Aid Society, whose emigration plan for destitute children eventually became known as "the orphan trains.") Barker's characters are placed in separate homes: Pete with a cruel farmer, Iris with an older couple who need a housekeeper, and Rosie with a wealthy-but unhappily married-couple. Chapters are narrated by alternating characters, but their voices are indistinguishable, often sounding more like an adult reminiscing about the distant past. Barker weaves a tale that "is almost too strange to be believed," to borrow a line from one of her characters.
A As Laura Ingalls Wilder's Little House on the Prairie series enters its eightieth year of publication, it is clear that the story of the American pioneer continues to enthrall young readers. No stranger to the genre of young adult non-fiction herself, Nancy Plain adds to the story of pioneer perseverance with her beautifully illustrated examination of Solomon Butcher, the self-described "pioneer photographer of the Nebraska prairie."
Plain offers scholars little new on Solomon Butcher's ambitious 20-year project documenting the sodbusters of Custer County, Nebraska, finally published in 1901. She offers a slightly difference narrative-one of a failed farmer turned historian-that augments the expected narrative of the hearty pioneer transforming inhospitable prairie into fertile farmland.
Like Butcher, Plain highlights individuals with particularly interesting stories throughout her text. But this biographical approach is deftly situated within historical context such as Zebulon Pike's 1806 assessment of the region as the "Great American Desert." She also includes a valuable discussion of the transformational impact of the railroad on the settlement of the prairie. These historical events are laid out in a conversational tone, sprinkled with recollections of pioneers and illustrated with Butcher's delightful photographs, creating anything but another dry historical text.
Problems with layout, especially the lack of figure numbers, make the text confusing at times, but this is a minor problem. Light on the Prairie serves as a model of how a book for young readers can educate as well as delight.
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